The contribution juxtaposes the traditional neutralistic view on the role of accounting in a society as an activity of independent and unbiased measurement and presentation of real economic phenomena with the extended view on accounting as a socio-political practice and ideology. It also shows how the latter view impacts the understanding of the role of accounting and its reactions in light of the recent global financial crisis.
Introduction
The onset of the latest global financial and economic crisis has promoted the formation of a number of critical views on accounting together with the appeals for thorough changes. These views and appeals have come not only from the government representatives of the strongest world economies (see, for example, Zhang & Andrew 2014) and world-renowned economists (see, for example, Krugman, 2009 ), but also from within the accountancy profession itself. Both pressures for changes of individual accounting solutions and questions regarding the (co)responsibility of the profession for the very emergence of the crisis have arisen, particularly regarding the roles of fair value accounting, auditing, off-balance sheet financing, and accounting regulation (see, for example, Arnold, 2009; Cooper, 2015; Laux & Leuz, 2009; Magnan, 2009; Sikka, 2009 ). In addition, the confidence in the competence of accounting standard setters worldwide has been seriously undermined (Walker, 2010) .
The profession has responded to critics and pressures triggered by the crisis with changes directed mainly toward greater reporting transparency, better operationalization of existing solutions (e.g., regarding fair value measurements), and the strengthening of the harmonization processes for the internationally most influential conceptual accounting solutions (see, for example, Arnold, 2012; Cooper, 2015; Henry & Holzmann, 2009; Mala & Chand, 2012; Nölke, 2009; Power, 2010) . The fundamental question of our contribution related to these issues is how to understand the role of accounting in the context of this crisis and its response to it. The easiest way would probably be to simply reject the reproaches against accounting in relation to the latest crisis by concluding that "it merely played the role of the proverbial messenger that is now being shot" (Turner, 2008, and Vernon, 2008 , as cited in Laux & Leuz, 2009, p. 826) . However, this is only one of many possible views based on the premise of accounting as an independent and unbiased observer and reporter of economic reality. Apart from this view, a number of other, alternative views based on much broader definitions/understanding of accounting as a social and institutional practice exist. One of them sees accounting as an active social agent in terms of politics and ideology (see, for example, Burchell, Clubb, Hopwood, Hughes, & Nahapiet, 1980; Cooper & Sherer, 1984; Dillard, 1991; Francis, 1990; Gomes, 2008; Tinker, 1980; Walters, 2004) . From this perspective, the perception of the role of accounting in the crisis may be quite different. The aim of this paper is, therefore, to juxtapose traditional representative realism's views on accounting with the alternative socio-political views and, thus, to broaden the understanding of its role and actions in relation to the recent global financial and economic crisis.
Role and Importance of Accounting in a Society: Traditional views
According to the accounting profession and the widespread and prevalent definitions, accounting is understood primarily as an unbiased observer and the objective reproducer of some independent economic reality that is important to its users (Solomons, 1991) . This is an explicitly technical-mechanical view that understands and defines accounting as a mere techn(olog)ical solution (accounting as method/ methodology, accounting as technique/technology, etc.) for the techn(olog)ical problem of measurement and control of business operations (Gomes, 2008) . It is thus presented as a fundamental factor that provides rational and independent market participants with the economic information needed for their decision making, and, consequently, plays a decisive role in efficient functioning of markets by directing them toward their optimum balance (i.e., balance in the case of perfect information) (Arnold, 2009 ). In addition, the roles of confirming or providing assurances about the "true and fair view" of market participants' financial data and of the provision of data and information for the needs of national accounts are emphasized (see, for example, Laux & Leuz, 2009; Mala & Chand, 2012 Furthermore, if we consider that the societal orientation of the functionalist view is a status quo preservation, presuming that the momentum of society is moving toward equilibrium and conflict is viewed as a temporary local disruption (Dillard, 1991) , we can understand how accounting grounded in a functionalist paradigm reacts in times of crisis. Indeed, it reacts by mere touch-ups within the existing conceptual solutions in order to make them function better (Cooper, 2015) . A good illustration of this is the concept of fair value measurement. Although the credibility of the efficient market theory as the foundation of a substantial part of accounting theory (including the fair value measurement) has been shaken in the latest financial crisis (see, for example, McSweeney, 2009), it still remains one of the key premises on which the proposals for changes and the reactions of accounting professionals to these changes are founded (Arnold, 2009; Cooper, 2015) . Regarding the institutional accounting solutions, the concept of fair value has not only been retained, but also actually been strengthened with more detailed specifications of its determination and measurement (see IASB An in-depth social critique within such understanding of accounting is extremely difficult to make because this view makes it impossible to define accounting as having any (autonomous) stakeholder interest given that it is perceived as only a technical solution for a technical problem. The mistakes or irregularities in the implementation (e.g., accounting fraud, negligence) are the only areas that can be subject to criticism. Thus, there is very little room for any deeper social discourse. The dimensions that can most likely carry the biggest social potential of accounting are not identified. They might be revealed only by a fundamentally different and broader view on accounting as a social and institutional practice, particularly a view that perceives accounting as a political practice and ideology.
Accounting as Political Practice and Ideology
Since the late 1970s, alternative views on accounting have emerged in accounting research, perceiving accounting not as a mere technical solution for a technical problem, but rather as a cultural phenomenon, a product of social relationships, frictions and interests, and simultaneously as an active participant in their creation. Accounting is thus regarded as a social and institutional practice (Miller, 1994, and Hopwood, 1992 , in Potter, 2005).
Among the metaphors used in the discussions of accounting as a social practice, we emphasize those that describe accounting as social construction (Hines, 1988) , history (Morgan, 1988 Tinker, 1991) . These approaches to the accounting research are all characterized by a more critical, often reformist thinking about its role, significance, and functioning in society (see, for example, critical accounting or radical accounting). 1 They are based on the critical theory tradition, 2 which serves as the foundation of and driving force behind their thinking.
One of the most important findings emerging from this extension of the understanding of accounting to the social and institutional practice is undoubtedly the one that perceives accounting as essentially a political practice (Arnold, 2009 any accounting contains a representation of a specific social and political context. Not only is accounting policy essentially political in that it derives from the political struggle in a society as a whole but also the outcomes of accounting policy are essentially political in that they operate for the benefit of some groups in society and to the detriment of others.
Consequently, one of the main themes in the socio-critical accounting research is the research of political and economic foundations of modern accounting and the revelation and criticism of accounting as a type of political and economic thought itself (see, for example, Laughlin, 1999). When we consider accounting as a political and economic thought, we primarily consider its fundamental socio-political and economic stance as depicted in the reasoning and the activities of its main protagonists regarding the issues related to the (optimum) social order, the fairness of relations, and distribution within society (see, for example, Sikka, 2012) , the issues related to (optimum) social development paradigms, the fundamental economic purposes, goals and factors, issues of ethics (Dillard, 1991) , and the attitude toward the environment and social responsibility in general (see, for example, Gray, 2006) as well as issues of power and government (see Cooper & Sherer, 1984; Tinker, 1980 The political-economic view of accounting therefore strives primarily to understand and evaluate the functions of accounting within the context of the economic, social, and political environment in which it operates (Cooper & Sherer, 1984) and is influenced directly or indirectly by Marxist thought (Arnold, 2009 ). Therefore, to better understand the significance, role, and effects of accounting in a society as well as establish the reasons for them being the way they are, we should first understand the very nature and origin of core methodological solutions, theory, and policy of accounting. In relation to this, Funell (2007, p. 23) asserted that accounting actually "has no virtue outside that which the social, legal and economic frameworks in which it operates allows it... [and that the] relevance of accounting to a society depends upon the aims of that society". Thus, if society is organized around the principles of competition, the sanctity of private property, and self-interest, then the purposes accounting serves will be the same (Funnell, 2007 ccounting is an integral part of the symbolic universe of neo-liberalism [and] accounting technologies animate and inform individual short-term wealth maximising strategies which have served to enrich the few at the expense of the majority." Furthermore, accountancy firms have even been subjected to criticism that, through the sale of tax avoidance schemes, they have facilitated a skewed distribution of income and wealth (Sikka, 2012) .
Capitalism is thus instituted as the political and economic foundation of traditional accounting. It is a dominant theoretical and ideological influence that decisively determines current accounting thought and practice and, via the latter two, also prevailing economic understanding, thinking, and behavior of people. Accounting is, thus, seen as essentially political (Arnold, 2009 ) and the language of capitalist accounting as a means of providing the foundation of capitalist ideology (Bryer, 2012) . In this respect, accounting is presented as both constructing the society and as being constructed by society at the same time, which "aids to stabilizing the social structures from which it emanated" (Dillard, 1991, p. 9) and "embraces a [capitalist] moral structure in that it embeds a privileging of capital over other interests such as labour or credit in accounting measurement" (Rudkin, 2007, p. 17) Accounting is thus a language! It is a discourse or communication (Burchell et al., 1980; Francis, 1990; Funnell, 2007) , and a rhetoric (Walters, 2004) . The representation of economic reality can be viewed as a mechanism for enabling economic discourse with respect to these activities and events (Burchell et al., 1980) . Although these representations might seem real, they are in essence accounting interpretations/narratives/metaphors as well as a peculiar ideological pedagogy. The language of accounting and its use in everyday economic communication, which are at the heart of the attention from the poststructuralist views on accounting, are therefore a primary dissemination channel of ideology. As Bryer (2012, p. 513) claimed, it is not only the "language of real life that provides symbolic structures for social action, [that is] a language of praxis in business," but also the language as a possibly integrating and distorting ideology (Bryer, 2012) . With reference to the calls for greater control, responsibility, efficiency, and effectiveness, such presentations serve as the prevalent accounting social/ economic rhetoric (or political discourse) and the primary source of its social attraction. Thus, assets, liabilities, costs, revenues and expenses, profit and loss, and capital-as real economic and as linguistic variables/metaphors-decisively determine our understanding of economic matters, direct our thinking, and convey to us what is important and what is not, what is right and what is not, what the goals are, and how to measure them. All of these are social constructs in the sense that they are not based on any natural laws or irreversible reasoning/logic; nevertheless, they are an increasingly important element of our daily economic rationalizations and understanding of the world. They are therefore the products of the agreed-upon technologies, methodologies, theories, and mathematics that enable accounting to communicate a set of values, ideals, expected behavior, and what is approved and disapproved (Funnell, 2007 ) at least to the same degree as they enable it to communicate independent reality. Thus, accounting is "constructing, sustaining and legitimising political and economic arrangements, institutions and ideological themes" ( Accounting is just such a metaphor. Numbers, spreadsheets, equations, and the like give the appearance of exactness and conviction of absolute reality. One can doubt the implementation only, but never the theoretical and methodological principles because they are scientific. The ideological effect of such a metaphor, therefore, is not just in its fundamental communicativeness, but also in the fact that it "forecloses other narratives and value positions" (Neu & Taylor, 1996 , p. 437) with its privileged status. "By restricting the language of discussion, social relations are reified and objectified and thus become viewed as an objective and unalterable environment, within which all action takes place" (Dillard, 1991, p. 19) . "[P]revalent accountings displace alternative accountings which might transform the consciousness of many social actors and perhaps contribute to a challenging of the capitalist system of power relations" (Gallhofer & Haslam, 1991, p. 492, as cited in Funnell, 2004, p. 60 ). This completes the circle of economic truth, and accounting is appointed as its principal and exclusive narrator.
What kind of light does this view shed on the role of accounting in the recent global financial crisis? In essence, it points to yet another agreement between capital and accounting. Due to the fact that the recent crisis was intensified by significant amounts of investment in extreme forms of fictitious capital, the accounting profession's adoption of financial economic rationalities has helped animate the form of financialized neo-liberalism that dominated at the time of the crisis (Cooper, 2015) . Thus "accounting-when shaped, employed, and analysed in ways which rely on financial market failure denial-reinforced the conditions which created the crisis" (McSweeney, 2009, p. 844) and accounting technologies "have enabled, legitimised, hidden and animated the [speculative] activities of business in general and financial institutions in particular in the run up to and since the crisis" (Cooper, 2015, p. 1) . Correspondingly, the convergence project between the conceptual frameworks and standards of the two internationally most important financial reporting authorities (i.e., IASB and US FASB)
should be understood, according to Zhang and Andrew (2014) , "through an emphasis on its ideological underpinnings-its capacity to refocus accounting practice towards the needs of speculators in capital markets" (p. 24). In this regard, actually, as in the field of financial capital, nothing much has changed in the field of accounting (Cooper, 2015) . Accounting continues to support and legitimize discourses that erode workers' share of national income and wealth and, thus, fuels the economic crisis (Sikka, 2012) . The implemented changes merely reinforce the illusion that they can substitute for stronger forms of oversight and constraints on financial speculation (Arnold, 2012) . Furthermore, they still continue to contribute to financial instability by providing ideological support for dangerous levels of financial speculation and minimal regulation (Arnold, 2012) . Moreover, as discussed by Arnold (2009, p. 808), "seemingly neutral accounting practices facilitated, and continue to facilitate, the massive wealth transfers that mark this extraordinary financial crisis." Institutional accounting could also be seen as being complicit in this crisis (Cooper, 2015) . If we consider that accounting regulations of international scope are set by privately funded organizations, the most important players in financialized capitalism, we should not be surprised in this respect. As Cooper (2015, p. 1) explained, "the institutional structures of accounting mean that it is susceptible of being captured by the most powerful in the society." With regard to the recent crisis, Cooper further commented rather resignedly that "institutional structures of accounting standard setting mean that the kind of rules needed to help regulate markets and curtail some of the more dangerous forms of speculation so desperately needed before (and since the crisis) can never be forthcoming" (2015, p. 13).
Conclusion
The recent global crisis, in which accounting was faced both with pressure to change and reproaches for being co-responsible for the emergence of the crisis, offers us the opportunity to reflect on the different possibilities of understanding the role of accounting in a society as well as its political and economic foundations. Broader views on accounting as a social (and institutional) practice stem from the fundamental idea (Hines, 1991) that there is no such thing as an independent and unbiased accounting and that there is no such thing as an independent and objective economic reality. Power, 1999) . In this respect, accounting is more or less just the reflection of the prevailing social climate and relationships and is focused on the maintenance and support of capitalist control over means of production (Dillard, 1991) . In other words, the political economy of accounting always belongs to the elites of the prevailing social order (Dillard, 1991; Tinker, 1980; . If and when they change, accounting will undoubtedly follow suit. By spreading the awareness of the role of institutionalized accounting and through self-criticism concerning its entrapment by capital, a critical stance and the activities of the non-mainstream academic accounting sphere could accelerate such processes a bit. But that is another story.
